CHAPTER XVI

THE TRANSITION TO LATE-CLASSICAL ART
I. FROM SEPTIMIUS SEVERUS TO ELAGABALUS

history of art between the accession of Septimius
J[ Severus and the foundation of Constantinople does not appear
as a continuous chain made up of separate links, like that which
ran from the classicism of the Augustan age to the revival of the
Flavian style in the late Antonine era. In this later period, as in
the earlier, West and East, despite all parallelism and interaction,
preserved their own aspect. But the balance between the art-
techniques of the Greek East and the Roman-Celtic West1 dis-
appears once more. Stylistic fashions tend towards extremes and
provoke more hasty and violent reactions. Varying currents flow
side by side or cross and mingle. In the gradual dying fall of
classical antique art fresh themes may be heard which introduce
the late-classical2 and are the prelude of medieval art. The
confusion of political events and of economic conditions is mirrored
to some extent in the art of the day, though this art in other
respects follows its own natural law. In one particular the history
of art shares the fate of contemporary political history: for the
middle part of this period the tradition is more broken than in the
earlier and later parts. It is a period arbitrarily bounded by
political events, but for the historian of art its opening and closing
years mark no epoch : rather they are organically linked with what
was past and what was to come.
The three first decades, including the reigns of Severus,
Caracalla, and Elagabalus, embrace both the zenith and the decline
of that nervous, excitable style which had matured in the late
Antonine age, A change of style, already foreshadowed under
Antoninus Pius, had taken place in the seventies of the second
century when the Roman sentiment, driven underground by
Hadrianic classicism, came to the surface anew. This was a
renaissance of the Flavian style in the strong expressiveness of
which we recognize the first indications of the * late-classical/ The
column of Marcus Aurelius only reached completion during the
reign of Septimius Severus.
1  Vol. xi, p. 804 sq.
2  The term 'late-classical' is used in this chapter to represent the terminus
technicus 'spatantike.' See below, p. 561.